Rapid improvement of myasthenia gravis after plasma exchange.
Neuromuscular transmission and the staircase phenomenon in the adductor pollicis muscle were studied in six patients with myasthenia gravis before and 24 hours after single plasma exchanges given in short series over one to four weeks. An improvement in neuromuscular transmission was observed in all patients but one within 24 hours, suggesting that an immunological block of receptor sites is reversible or that acetylcholine receptors are rapidly resynthesized. In addition to a neuromuscular transmission defect, two of the patients also showed evidence of impaired excitation-contraction coupling with a negative staircase phenomenon and reduced posttetanic twitch potentiation. This condition became normal after plasma exchange, which may indicate that a reversible immunological impairment of the sarcoplasmic reticulum was present. Improvement lasted up to several months. The anti-acetylcholine receptor antibody titers were lowered in response to single plasma exchanges, but actual titer levels showed poor correlation with clinical and electrophysiological changes.